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Sharon Marcus is one of those remarkable crit-
ics who insist, every so often, that we turn about and reexamine the 
path by which we have come into a particular field of inquiry so that 
we may understand exactly why it is we find ourselves here, and not 
there, or there. Her new book, Between Women: Friendship, Desire, and 
Marriage in Victorian England, is such a prominence from which to sur-
veil the landscape of female gender roles and sexualities, and to af-
ford ourselves a glimpse of the terrain ahead.
Marcus’s book ambitiously seeks to extend Eve Kosofsky Sedg-
wick’s ground-breaking work on male homosocial desire, Between 
Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: Colum-
bia Univ. Press, 1985). Sedgwick’s work, which identifies the erotic 
triangles and the “traffic in women” from Shakespeare to Walt Whit-
man, provides a launching point for Marcus’s own exploration. As 
Marcus convincingly asserts: “Yes, homophobia was less powerful 
between women than between men, but was that because all forms 
of love between women were essentially interchangeable, as the con-
tinuum theory suggests? Yes, women’s relations were less violently 
policed than men’s, but are they therefore less interesting? . . . Yes, 
relationships between women were different, but don’t we need at 
least an entire book to explore that. . . ?” (Between Women, p. 10). Like 
Sedgwick, Marcus uses feminist and queer theory to investigate same-
sex desire whilst broadening the perspective from the homosexual to 
the homosocial. Although there have been many studies of women’s 
friendship, romantic friendship, love, and marriage by influential crit-
ics such as Lillian Faderman and Martha Vicinus, Marcus argues that 
these works have produced a “dominant paradigm” whereby women’s 
relationships with other women all fall under the rubric of “a subset of 
lesbianism and as a subversion of gender norms” (p. 29). Rather than 
view women-centric relations from the perspective of marginalization 
or transgression, Marcus suggests that we need a more nuanced ap-
proach that reads the bonds between women without reducing them 
to the identical or the interchangeable. This is Marcus’s challenge to 
the cultural map of Victorian England as we now understand it.
Unlike Sedgwick, Marcus does not adopt a diachronic ap-
proach to the history of womens’ relationships. While Sedgwick’s book 
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provided an overview of four hundred years of English literature from 
Shakespeare’s sonnets to Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, Marcus limits her 
study to the period between 1830 and 1880. She argues that this pe-
riod has achieved a canonical status in considerations of the history 
of sexuality—“a touchstone for thinking about gender and sexuality” 
(Between Women, p. 5). This era, Marcus argues, defines a point in time 
when companionate marriage was the standard, before the emer-
gence of the lesbian as a social or pathologized entity. While there are 
advantages to this approach in terms of presenting a cohesive body of 
(middle-class) women subjects, I feel that Marcus’s commitment to 
a synchronic study is slightly disappointing. Marcus does reference 
Virginia Woolf and Radclyffe Hall in her conclusion, but the absence 
of thorough contextualization at the beginning and end of the period 
she discusses makes this study a more satisfying delineation of the 
cultural than the historical.
In order to study the range of homosocial bonds available to 
women in the Victorian period, and their relationship to the hetero-
sexual, Marcus divides her book into three sections that consider “Fe-
male Friendship,” “Female Desire,” and “Female Marriage.” In the sec-
tion devoted to female friendship, Marcus draws upon lifewritings by 
women, novels (Middlemarch, Far From the Madding Crowd, David Copper-
field, Villette), and poetry (Aurora Leigh) to distinguish women’s friend-
ships in terms of passion and obsession or life partnership, but also 
“at the heart of the hallowed middle-class institutions of marriage and 
family” (p. 72). As part of what she calls (invoking Roland Barthes) 
“the play of the system,” Marcus argues that the inherent “elasticity” (p. 
27) of female friendship enabled women to compete and engage in 
an erotic play of kisses and caresses, to develop their spiritual natures, 
but also fundamentally underpinned the structure of hegemonic 
marriage. While her central argument regarding the role of women 
in supporting heterosexual relationships is well made, she is on less 
secure ground in distinguishing “friends” from friends—only by situ-
ating their expressions in the widest context, she asserts, is it possible 
to identify the “tipping point” separating friendship and sexual rela-
tionships (p. 54). One of the strengths of Sedgwick’s Between Men was 
her interpretation of the tension between the homosocial and the ho-
mosexual (although subsequent scholarship has added to and compli-
cated readings of authorized male homosocial bonds). While Marcus 
feels that the lesbian is an already overdetermined figure, and rightly 
decentralizes the search for evidence of genital sex, nevertheless in 
deferring to an individuated “tipping point” she gestures toward but 
withdraws from direct engagement with this boundary.
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Another source of distraction is the suspicion that Marcus treats 
women’s lifewritings as more “truthful” than other forms of writing 
such as conduct books: “Victorian lifewriting,” she states, “exposes 
other gaps between myth and reality” (p. 38). As much of the later 
part of the book engages extensively with canonical literature by 
Charles Dickens and Anthony Trollope (although Charlotte Brontë, 
George Eliot, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning are certainly present), I 
wonder if Marcus does not risk reinscribing myths about the transpar-
ency of lifewriting and women’s writing.
The central section of the book deals with “Female Desire” by 
examining fashion magazines and doll narratives, the relationship 
between the public debate over birching in women’s magazines and 
its relationship to pornography, and, finally, the female dyad of Miss 
Havisham and Estella in Great Expectations. In these chapters Marcus 
enthusiastically confronts the legacy of theories of women’s passion-
lessness in the Victorian era and expertly brings together consum-
erism and homoeroticism. Marcus’s research is thorough, and her 
analysis of the erotics of looking at fashion plates is innovative and im-
pressive. Equally fascinating are the discussions of doll stories and the 
debate surrounding corporal punishment and the re-publication of 
letters about birching as pornographic literature. Marcus’s purpose in 
these chapters is to undermine the gendered distinctions that linger 
about the subject and object of the scopophilic gaze. “Eroticism,” she 
comments, “consists of dynamics that do not depend on gender or 
genitalia, instead relying on domination and helplessness, adoration 
and abjection, faithfulness and promiscuity, possession and rejection, 
and visual and tactile pleasure” (p. 166). By revisioning eroticism in 
this way, Marcus demonstrates that women are erotic objects not only 
for men but also, importantly, for women, and that desire for women 
and women’s bodies was key to femininity itself.
Marcus ends her examination of female-female bonds with a 
consideration of “Female Marriage.” This part is more historically 
contextualized than the rest of the book, and it deals with the shift in 
societal perceptions of marriage from religious notions of marriage 
as an unbreakable sacrament to Victorian reforms that rendered it a 
soluble contract. The section begins with what Marcus calls a “Geneal-
ogy of Marriage” and then turns to a close reading of Trollope’s Can 
You Forgive Her? as a condemnation of contractual marriage. Marcus 
first examines marriages between prominent women such as Frances 
Power Cobbe and Mary Lloyd and their basis in contractual arrange-
ments. Activists such as Cobbe redeployed these principles in their 
campaigns to redefine heterosexual marriage, in order to grant all 
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women control over their property, their bodies, and their children. I 
found this chapter particularly enjoyable because of the way in which 
Marcus engages with a phenomenon I had noted in my own research, 
the surprisingly large number of women who spent part or all of 
their lives in some variation of female marriage. While this is not the 
first time that this phenomenon has been remarked upon, Marcus’s 
achievement is to demonstrate the direct links between private lives 
and mainstream public debates.
In the conclusion of Between Women, Marcus resists the tempta-
tion to try “to wrap up in a neat statement” (p. 262) her interpre-
tation of sexuality, now or in the Victorian period. The vision that 
she offers the reader is not as complete as that in Sedgwick’s original 
study; it does not offer as satisfying a historical trajectory, but this is 
Marcus’s point. The cornerstone of Marcus’s argument is that hav-
ing approached the entire field of women’s relationships with women 
through the lesbian, we have left unexplored and unregarded a com-
plex terrain that stretches far beyond the point we presently occupy 
in our understanding of female desire, female eroticism, and female 
sexuality in the Victorian era. While what Marcus offers the reader in 
Between Women is not without its discontents, one has to remark that 
the view itself is unparalleled.
Sharon Bickle
University of Queensland
NCL6501_04.indd   130 6/4/10   5:38:24 PM
contributors to this issue 139
on the Rossettis. She is also coeditor, with Antony H. Harrison and 
Lorraine Janzen Kooistra, of The Culture of Christina Rossetti: Female 
Poetics and Victorian Contexts (1999).
S h a r o n  B i c k l e  is a UQ Postdoctoral Fellow in the School of Eng-
lish, Media Studies and Art History at the University of Queensland. 
She has published several essays on Michael Field and is editor of The 
Fowl and the Pussycat: Love Letters of Michael Field, 1876–1909 (2008). 
Currently she is working on a biography of Michael Field as well as an 
edition of correspondence between John Gray and Michael Field.
L a u r e l  B r a k e , Emerita Professor of Literature and Print Culture 
at Birkbeck, University of London, is the author of Subjugated Knowl-
edges: Journalism, Gender, and Literature in the Nineteenth Century (1994) 
and Print in Transition, 1850–1910: Studies in Media and Book History 
(2001). She has also edited and coedited several collections on Wal-
ter Pater and on Victorian print culture. In progress is “Ink Work,” on 
Walter and Clara Pater.
A d e l e n e  B u c k l a n d  is a Research Associate and Lecturer in 
Literature in the Cambridge Victorian Studies Group, University of 
Cambridge, and University of East Anglia. She is the author of Novel 
Science: Fiction and the Geological Imagination, which is forthcoming 
from the University of Chicago Press in 2011.
E l a i n e  F r e e d g o o d  is Professor of English at New York Univer-
sity. She is the author of Victorian Writing about Risk: Imagining a Safe 
England in a Dangerous World (2000) and The Ideas in Things: Fugitive 
Meaning in the Victorian Novel (2006), and she is editor of Factory Pro-
duction in Nineteenth-Century Britain (2003).
E r i c  G i d a l , Associate Professor of English at the University of 
Iowa, is the author of Poetic Exhibitions: Romantic Aesthetics and the Plea-
sures of the British Museum (2001). His most recent essay, on the critical 
reception of Hamlet in the eighteenth century, appeared in Studies in 
Eighteenth-Century Culture in 2010. He currently serves as Review Editor 
(Romanticism) for Romanticism and Victorianism on the Net.
M a r i s s a  L ó p e z , Assistant Professor of English at the University 
of California, Los Angeles, is author of Chicano Nations: Imagining the 
Americas, Inhabiting America, forthcoming from NYU Press in 2011. 
Her essay “The Sentimental Politics of Language,” forthcoming in 
Western American Literature, examines Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Nature 
in the context of U.S. debates over Texan annexation and the devel-
opment of Romanticism in Mexican literature.
NCL6501_06.indd   139 6/8/10   12:14:07 PM
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
